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In this article, we argue that we have much to learn from the adolescent
developmental experiences of social justice activists on the frontlines. Our
team of authors includes the four youth social leaders at the center of the
empirical work emerging from our qualitative research. We ground the
Freirean concept of conscientização, roughly interpreted in English as
critical consciousness building, in the lived experiences of these four youth
social leaders in Colombia who have fought tirelessly for justice in their
communities. The social justice stories of these young activists emerge
from semi-structured interviews including visual methods designed by
our research team to identify key moments in these youth pathways of
conscientização for social change. We conclude by urging the state, key
organizational and individual actors of social movements and the academy
to pay closer attention to the lives and lessons that youth social leaders can
teach us about social change.
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Introduction:
Growing Up an Activist
“… Without a degree, I believe that … there should be a university that comes and validates this knowledge … that recognizes us
with degrees in social leadership … I decided I am not going to
study …”
—Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018

This article is written in honor of those individuals dreaming
and fighting forward for future generations in their communities—
who place their lives on the line for a broader cause.
In Colombia, the lives of hundreds of social leaders are at risk.
According to the Institute for the Study of Development and Peace
(Indepaz), 1088 social leaders have been assassinated in Colombia
since the conclusion of the peace accords process in 2016 (Indepaz,
2021).1 Since July of 2020 to date, 232 signatories of the peace accords have been assassinated, deaths that have occurred within the
context of political warfare (Ortiz, & Ríos, 2020; Indepaz, 2021).2 It
goes without saying that many assassinations are silenced and not
registered. We present these alarming statistics on the death toll of
political persecution in Colombia to present the reality that young
people are dying every day due to their social and political activism
on the frontlines.
In this project, our collective work aimed to document the life
histories of exceptional youth in Colombia, including young people growing up in extreme adversity who have become nationally
and internationally renowned agents of social change and young
people growing up in extreme adversity who have reached extraordinary academic outcomes in their life trajectories. We sought to
document to context surrounding each young person and to understand what individuals, institutions, programs and community
contexts supported these trajectories.
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We write to honor the lives of young social justice warriors,
such as Claudia, Jhon, Nancy, Yirley and those who are no longer
with us. We also write to advocate for reparations for these young
people who are fighting to change society, starting with their
immediate communities and reaching others, as well, in the glaring
absence of the state. The young people we describe in this paper
rise to defend their communities, in the absence of basic human
rights, and in the jarring presence of the illegally armed groups that
control the bounds of their social movement work and place limits
on their emancipatory potential in raising critical consciousness and
catalyzing change in their communities. Reparations for these young
people, drawing from Kelley’s (2002) dreams for communities rampaged by slavery and other violent structures of oppression,could
take so many forms, but here we focus on the role that science in
general, and university communities in particular, can play in supporting these young people through the formal recognition of their
community-based knowledge, as articulated by Jhon in the introductory excerpt launching our collective thoughts in this paper.
We present these trajectories of youth activism after years of witnessing, as university-connected researchers and professors, and as
activists (some of us identifying with one or both positionalities),
how social leaders on the frontlines play a central role in preparing
the next generations of social justice advocates. We have witnessed
the arduous labor of social leaders as they contribute to the academic formation of our students enrolled in formal degree programs
during internship, thesis work and knowledge production endeavors. We present this argument within the frame of reparations mentioned above, as we are way overdue in the formal recognition of
this labor and the radically productive knowledge building that
happens from within social movements. Shall we continue to take
from these social leaders, in terms of the rich knowledge they contribute to our pedagogical journeys, without returning the flow of
knowledge and gains from the endeavors of science?
Collective authorship in this piece is only one entry point in the
broader project of reparations that we hope to engage in the quest for
public science. As part of this quest for a science that reaches beyond
the academic industrial complex and toward a truly public ethos, we
denounce that in the current context of conflict in Colombia, social
leaders, including two of the co-authors of this paper, continue to
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receive death threats and have been displaced from their community
in recent waves of heightened paramilitary violence.
By framing our argument within our movement toward public
science, we invoke the traditions of radical Latin American thought
through the teachings of Paulo Freire, Orlando Fals Borda and other
scholars deeply embedded in social movement work. Through the
stories of young people on the frontlines in Colombia, we illustrate
how critical consciousness building is a crucial component of public science work. We understand the work of public science as the
struggle to open up the academy for all, not just for the privileged
few, and to situate knowledge production in the streets and in the
legacies of community struggle. Our definition of public science is
inspired by the teachings of Colombian sociologist Orlando Fals Borda (2001) who describes the importance of learning not only from
the great minds of our times within the bounds of the academy, but
also, and most importantly, from those who have learned how to
survive in this fierce world of injustices and inequality, such as learning from the woman who walks miles each day to fetch water for
her home (Fals Borda, 2001). Public science, therefore, requires for us
to shift our modes of (re)producing knowledge from the confines of
our ivory towers to the heart of the very communities that have been
historically excluded from these towers. Public science is science for
all, learning and education for all, and research for justice that transforms our contexts as we currently understand and experience them.
“For” is the key term here, replacing the production of knowledge
“about” social struggle with actions that lead to justice for the communities that offer knowledge to the academic community.

Research Context
Armed Conflict-Related Violence Against
Women and Forced Displacement in El Salado
El Salado is a small municipality in “El Carmen de Bolívar”
within the Montes de María region, which is located in a strategic
zone geopolitically making the town an epicenter of armed conflict
and violent dispute over the territory. Historically, El Salado was a
prosperous farming and agricultural town, with one of the country’s
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oldest tobacco companies and often referred to as the Caribbean capital of the tobacco industry (National Center for Historical Memory,
2009, p. 35).3 This industry enabled the growth of a rich agricultural
economy, development of the land and livestock and strengthening
of community ties and the consolidation of the first board of community action (National Center for Historical Memory, 2009). As illegally armed groups began to occupy these territories, including warfare between leftist guerrilla groups and right-wing paramilitary, El
Salado often found itself at the center of these disputes, resulting in
two deadly massacres, one in 1997 and the second in 2000 including
multiple waves of forced displacement.
Nancy and Yirley grew up in El Salado following the example
of multiple generations of activists who fought for justice before
their eyes, demonstrating deep love for their land and community.
The interview excerpts of Nancy and Yirley included in the results
section of this paper illustrate this deep love and commitment to
social justice, which, according to Freire (1970), is a crucial pedagogical element that shapes the pathways of critical consciousness
building of these emerging community activists.
Armed Conflict-Related Violence Against
LGBTQ communities in La Comuna 8, Medellín
La Comuna 8 is a multidimensionally impoverished neighborhood in the highest sectors of Medellin’s mountainous landscape
and is one of the neighborhoods in the extreme urban margins that
has been deeply affected by the presence of paramilitary groups
and other illegally armed actors (CNMH, 2015). La Comuna 8 has
also been a receptor site historically where internally displaced persons have resettled (CNMH, 2015).
In this context of adversity, the grassroots organization Casa
Diversa is founded by a collective of young people who were targeted by armed actors for their sexual orientation or gender identity. This organization emerges in an effort to create a brave space of
refuge for LGBTQ youth living in la Comuna 8. All members of the
collective were subjected to violence due to their sexual orientation
or gender identity. The multiple forms of violence they experienced
included sexual violence, forced displacement from la Comuna 8,
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death threats, individual and collective intimidation and outlawing of the freedom of gender identity expression. Casa Diversa is
now recognized worldwide as the first group in Colombia to receive LGBTQ Collective Reparation status as victims of the armed
conflict (Morales, 2019).
Armed Conflict-Related Violence Against
Afro-Colombian River Communities in el Río Cajambre
The closest village of the Cajambre river community on the Pacific coast of Colombia is approximately four hours by boat from
Buenaventura, the principal port city of the Pacific Coast and an
epicenter of conflict-related and drug-trafficking-related violence.
Buenaventura has a significant concentration of internally displaced persons (IDPs) due to the armed conflict in both rural and
urban zones of this region. Recent data positions Buenaventura as
the municipality most affected by the armed conflict in the region
in relation to population density with a total of 197,352 victims of
the armed conflict (Unidad para las Víctimas, 2017). There are no
commercial or formal transportation lines between Buenaventura
and the Cajambre river community, which is home to 17 Afro-Colombian and indigenous rural communities. The Cajambre river
communities are politically and administratively part of Buenaventura but live in extreme geographic isolation and in high levels of
multidimensional poverty and exclusion from formal educational
institutions, public services and other resources of the state. The
government has largely failed to reach these communities historically and the racialized dimensions of this absence of the state are
evident and deeply rooted in institutional racism.
The Cajambre River community represents a strategic zone
geopolitically for multiple stakeholders desiring to occupy this territory for the mining industry, for the river itself as a site of struggle between illegally armed groups controlling trafficking routes,
the expropriation of Afro-Colombian and indigenous ancestral
lands and other territorial struggles. In terms of the absence of the
state, across the 17 communities there are no hospitals, few schools,
and no public services including electricity, sanitation and potable water. The river communities historically have been subjected
to harrowing forms of violence and massacres, in the Naya and
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Yurumangi communities in particular. Many of these communities
are still waiting for individual and collective reparations from the
state as victims of the armed conflict.

Literature Review:
Against Linear Formations of Growing Up
Conscientização as the Fuerza of Youth Catalysts of Social Change
In this paper, we present the trajectories of activism of four
young people who have catalyzed change in their communities. We
consider this a form of social justice activism, but do not want to limit
our argument to the social category of “activist.” In the Colombian
context, catalysts of social change are often referred to as activists, as
social leaders (“líderes sociales”) or as human rights defenders (“defensores de derechos humanos”). We are weary of employing these social
categories without contextualizing their historical specificity and potential stigmas and prejudices surrounding these terms. We are also
hesitant to characterize young peoples’ trajectories in terms of acts of
“leadership” as we are more interested in understanding the daily
fight of young people, outside of institutionalized, linear formations
of youth development, and located precisely on the frontlines of social justice battles in marginalized communities.
Beyond traditionalist notions of academic achievement as the
principal trajectory countering intergenerational cycles of poverty
in marginalized communities, we underscore the importance of
other forms of growing up guerreándola, beyond activism, beyond
the academy and beyond capitalistic notions of “child and youth
development” that commodify spaces of support for children and
young people (e.g., the neoliberal academic enterprise). By growing up guerreándola, we refer to the experiences of children and adolescents who, in spite of the extreme situations of adversity surrounding their process of growing up, have thrived in the context
of social justice activism for their communities. The term guerreándola also represents a play on words in the sense that this verb in
Spanish invokes the history of war (guerra) in the country and also
invokes the strength and perseverance that propels these young
people forward in their pathways of social justice activism.
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Our conceptual point of entry for presenting these stories of
adolescent and youth bravery is through the Freirean concept of
conscientização, which underscores the role of critical consciousness
building in the lives of historically marginalized communities, or
“the oppressed,” seeking to transform the social ecology of their
communities. As Freire states,
One of the gravest obstacles to the achievement of liberation is
that oppressive reality absorbs those within it and thereby acts to
submerge human beings’ consciousness ... To no longer be prey
to its force, one must emerge from it and turn upon it. This can be
done only by means of the praxis: reflection and action upon the
world in order to transform it … No pedagogy which is truly liberating can remain distant from the oppressed ... The oppressed
must be their own example in the struggle for their redemption.
(Freire, 1970, p. 51–53, emphasis added)

Freire continues with a description of the two phases of his oft-cited
pedagogy of the oppressed. He states,
In the first, the oppressed unveil the world of oppression and
through the praxis commit themselves to its transformation. In
the second stage, in which the reality of oppression has already
been transformed, this pedagogy ceases to belong to the oppressed and becomes a pedagogy of all people in the process of
permanent liberation. In both stages, it is always through action
in depth that the culture of domination is culturally confronted.
(Freire, 1970, p. 54)

In this paper, we conceptualize youth trajectories of community-based, social justice and political activism as part of this two-stage
process that Freire details in his seminal work on processes of social
transformation in the uprising of historically marginalized communities. We tell these stories as a means of exemplifying this two-stage
process in the context of Colombian social movements and as a means
of illustrating the precarity of the individual and collective existence
of social leaders who encounter the risk of assassination in their daily
lives of activism and justice-seeking.
Scholars across disciplines have explored the concept of youth
engagement in social change through a range of conceptual frameworks, including civic engagement (Finlay et al., 2010; Seider et al.,
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2020; Zeldin et al., 2017), conceptualizations of youth empowerment (Pincock, 2017; Stanton-Salazar, 2011) and youth-driven social movement work, framed in some disciplines as youth-driven
participatory action research (YPAR) processes (Cahill et al., 2010;
Ozer & Douglas, 2015; Skelton, 1998, 2010). In terms of specific engagement with Freirean conceptualizations of transformative actions in society, scholars have engaged Freire’s notions of praxis,
social transformation, horizontal violence, schools as sites of liberation, dialogue as central to processes of conscientização, and definitions of critical consciousness building have been employed to
validate scales that measure these phenomena in diverse groups of
young people (Diemer et al., 2017; Hernández et al., 2012; Johansen & Le, 2014; Kirk et al., 2017; McNamara & Davis, 2011; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2005; Waldron, 2011).
Furthermore, in this article, we invoke Freire’s provocation on
the act of love as central to struggles for freedom and justice.
Because love is an act of courage, not of fear, love is commitment to
others. No matter where the oppressed are found, the act of love, is
commitment to their cause—the cause of liberation. And this commitment, because it is loving, is dialogical. As an act of bravery, love
cannot be sentimental; as an act of freedom, it must not serve as a
pretext for manipulation. It must generate other acts of freedom;
otherwise, it is not love. Only by abolishing the situation of oppression is it possible to restore the love which that situation made impossible. If I do not love the world—if I do not love life—if I do not
love people—I cannot enter into dialogue. (Freire, 1970, p. 90)

As one of the authors of this article has described in terms of
what violence and oppression have caused in his life, “...the war
has kept us from loving ourselves” (Jhon Restrepo, 2018). What we
observe in the lived experiences of youth social leaders in Colombia
is the centrality of love for their people in the center of their collective work and justice-seeking. These four young people do not fight
to gain power or financial benefit, rather, they fight to (re)weave
love and solidarity within the social fabric of their communities.
In this paper, we engage with the concept of conscientização in
terms of how young people act upon their encounters with injustice
in the world. It is in this moment, according to Freire, that we awaken in our critical consciousness about injustice and violence affecting
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our lives and those of our broader community. Freire describes conscientização as occurring in the rupture of structures of domination
as individual and collective awakening of critical consciousness
moves historically marginalized and oppressed communities
toward liberation through concrete acts of justice-seeking (Freire
1970, 1974).

Methodology
The qualitative data collection process was conducted in six
study sites with exceptional Colombian youth, defined according
to either educational or community social justice achievements
in the midst of extreme adversity. Youth participants were identified through review of national databases on educational outcomes and through relationships developed in previous social
justice-oriented research. Potential participants were then contacted by the university-based research team. Upon completion of
the data collection phase, participants received compensation for
their contributions to the process of collective inquiry. The overarching qualitative component of the project yielded a total of 19
semi-structured interviews, including a mapping component and
a photovoice component. Fieldwork was structured around the
everyday lives of six young people in diverse regions of Colombia. The fieldwork resulting in the total of 19 semi-structured interviews, included interviews with each young person (N=6) and
three to four individuals from each young person’s support network including family members, community leaders, teachers,
and peers (N=13). In terms of inclusion criteria for the six cases of
exceptional youth, the research team aimed to include a diversity
of racial and ethnic background, urban and rural regional diversity, gender, sexual orientation and conflict-affected environments.
The qualitative research design aimed to understand the adolescent formations of conscientização in the lives of young people who
have already demonstrated significant social justice achievements
in their communities. Therefore, the inclusion criterion for community leadership achievements included assessment of youth social leaders’ trajectories of social justice work. The conscientização
mapping methodology, as described below,was designed specifically
to engage participants’ social memory about what supported the
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awakening of conscientização as experienced their adolescent years
of the lifecourse.
For this paper on critical consciousness building, we draw
from the life histories of four young people who were selected for
participation based on their extraordinary trajectories of activism
and community leadership. This subgroup included four out of
the six principal participants of the overarching qualitative component of this study. These four cases were documented in three
study sites including la Comuna 8 of Medellín, Antioquia, in the
Afro-Colombian river community of Cajambre in Buenaventura,
Valle del Cauca, and in the rural community of El Salado in El Carmen de Bolívar, Bolívar. These communities have suffered from
various degrees of conflict-related violence and all four youth leaders cited in this paper are victims of the armed conflict.
Qualitative Research Instrument: Conscientização Mapping
The semi-structured interview was initiated with each youth
participant through a conscientização mapping process in which
participants drew a visual representation of their life trajectories
and relationship with their urban or rural territories, with a specific focus on the factors leading to the awakening of conscientização
during adolescence. The conscientização mapping process is a methodological innovation inspired by our research team’s curiosity
and desire to learn from the spatialities and temporalities of young
people’s life histories. We created this mapping process as a means
of guiding our collective inquiry process by honing in on questions
of space and time in the life history interview process. Upon completion of the conscientização maps, participants would explain each
crucial phase of conscientização awakening and the dreams, individuals, opportunities, challenges and crucial support mechanisms
that were definitive in shaping their development during adolescence and in shaping their positive pathways toward social change
in their communities. The remainder of the interview was guided
by the conscientização map content and additional questions on institutional, familial, community support mechanisms at different
phases of childhood and adolescence.
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Upon completion of the semi-structured interview, the data collection process transitioned to a photovoice component in which
participants took us through a journey of their community spaces
and narrated important place-based memories about each location
as they took photographs. The photovoice process was a space for
youth social leaders to present the contexts and histories of violence,
and resilience in their communities through their individual lived
experiences. Our team engaged photovoice as a means of visually
documenting youth social leaders’ relationship with the land and the
urban and rural contexts in which their stories of resistance unfold.
Data Analysis
All interviews were conducted, transcribed and coded in Spanish by the university-connected research team. The complete qualitative data set was coded in NVIVO11 using a codebook containing
the different scales of critical consciousness building at the individual, community and institutional dimensions of conscientização
as presented in the following results section. Three formal coding
cycles were conducted by university-based researchers using both
exploratory and axial coding techniques which permitted the identification of commonalities and differences in the processes of critical consciousness building (Saldaña 2009). Additionally, and most
importantly, the interpretation of maps, photos and life history
data leading to key findings emerged outside of the formal coding
process and within shared spaces of dialogue over the last three
years in which we worked to build and strengthen the relationship
between the university- and community-based team. While this relationship is inevitably influenced by the differences that often create distance between the academy and community-based activists,
we have worked hard to keep our relationships for social justice
at the center of all phases of the project, from data collection, to
analysis to dissemination as we reach toward justice beyond this
academic article (see Ritterbusch, 2019).
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Results: The Individual, Community
and Institutional Dimensions of Conscientização
in the Lives of Youth Social Leaders
Growing up Guerreándola in El Salado:
Nancy and Yirley’s Pathways of Conscientização
Being a leader is one of my greatest passions. I would contribute
not only to my community but to many communities … it is what
motivates me every day. I am convinced that it is possible to build
a Colombia with more equity and social justice for future generations. (Nancy, Conscientização Map Transcription, June 2018)

Connection to the Land and Territories of Justice-Seeking
The lives of individuals like Nancy and Yirley growing up in rural zones of Colombia are characterized by their relationship to the
land and the depth of the social relations and connections among
the people. It is precisely this connection to the land and among the
people that strengthens processes of critical consciousness building
and propels youth social leaders such as Nancy and Yirley towards
pathways of social justice activism and social movement work in
their communities. The harrowing context of paramilitary violence
and the massacre in this community further amplifies these political convictions to protect their land and people.
The context for youth growing up in the community of El Salado was permanently marked by the violent massacre in 2000 although this did not alter their connection to and love of the land:
It all ends here [he says to a fellow community leader] … we are
not leaving El Salado, not even if they burn this car down, whatever they do we are not leaving El Salado … do whatever you want,
kill us, but we are not budging from El Salado. (Male Community
Leader, Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

The context of Nancy’s growth as a social leader was catalyzed
after she began to experience loss in her community, loss of teachers, loss of loved ones, loss of neighbors, loss of her beloved land
(see Figure 1):

Growing Up Guerreándola
During my youth stage [of growing up] … the displacement occurred [in 1997] … my teacher from primary school and also a friend
that I loved very much were assassinated … I was overwhelmed
with impotence and pain, in that moment I became a very strong
person. I didn’t know how to forgive or ask for forgiveness … I had
many questions without answers and life did not show me any way
forward. (Nancy, Conscientização Map, June 2018)

Figure 1: Nancy’s Conscientização Map
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Nancy discusses how her participation and insistence in adult
spaces of political participation was crucial to her pathway of social
mobilization and the growth of her critical consciousness and social
justice praxis:
I went to those [community action] meetings … I started to
share my opinion … they also listened … I was listened to because I wouldn’t sit still … I was one of the most active youth,
and they invited me and I went … I was already involved at the
church, I coordinated a youth group … since I showed up to support [community cleaning days] and I made them laugh, and I
inserted myself in the conversations of the bigshots… (Nancy,
Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

Nancy also discusses how when she and her people were separated from their land, from their pueblo, they started dying in the city
where they landed, as if heartbreak and the painful remnants of the
war was fatal for the community:
A love for the land it’s something … that calls you … our people love being here … love this land … if the people returned
[after the massacre and forced displacement] … they wouldn’t
die … the people were dying and they were young. (Nancy,
Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

In describing her pathway of conscientização, Nancy also discusses
the power in collective action:
I also believe in the collective … that one person alone cannot rebuild a territory. That is impossible. You always need others.
I understood … that things get done from within [the movement]
… in processes of leadership … that you are not a superhero … if
you are a leader … and you have to understand others. (Nancy,
Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

Nancy also mentioned particular community leaders that came
before her and inspired her activism through their example:
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It is worth it to fight for this country, not only my community
… it was when … no one was willing to be the legal representative of ASODESBOL [the community organization] … Lucho was
in exile, the others were in prison, the other [community leader]
had been killed, and they said that whoever became President [of
the organization] would be killed. And she … she had the courage to say ‘I am [the President] … when it was impossible, when
the guerrilla were surrounding us … [she said in the face of death
threats] ‘I don’t care. Someone has to stand up, and that someone
is me’ … So incredible!!! (Nancy, Semi-Structured Interview in El
Salado, June 2018)

What distinguishes Nancy from other young people is her impulse
to defend her territory and community. She states:
I have been driven by the desire to reclaim this territory … this is
one of my first impulses … reclaim our land, rebuild El Salado …
we have always dreamed of El Salado as it was before … the people ‘impulse’ me [toward action] … that the people live well, that
they are happy … because you are happy in your land, in reality.
So … the children. I am ‘impulsed’ by the thought that the new
generations can live in a better El Salado, with more opportunities. (Nancy, Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

The word impulse, although a verb that sits awkwardly in this interpretation of Nancy’s words in Spanish, is a word that exudes the
content and political purpose of conscientização—a force that drives
you forward, a pulse driving through your blood that keeps you
going in the midst of the most atrocious forms of violence imaginable in our times.
In addition to Nancy’s story of courage and struggle for justice
in El Salado, she is one of many social justice warriors on the frontlines of justice-seeking in El Salado. Another hermana de lucha of
El Salado, Yirley, experienced harrowing forms of sexual violence
at the hands of the paramilitary illegally armed groups during the
massacre:
I think one of the most terrifying massacres [in Colombia] has been
the El Salado massacre [2000], one of the massacres where there was
torture, sexual violence … they killed many people, many women,
men, there was displacement, we were forced to leave here … that
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day I was subjected to sexual violence, many paramilitary officers
raped me, I was 14 years old … I have always said that at this moment, on the 18th of February of 2000, they ended my life. (Yirley,
Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)
The people would say [judging and shaming]: ‘that girl was raped
…’ … one day I decided to stand in the soccer field [where the massacre occurred] and said: ‘… yes, I was a victim of sexual violence,
and if I am alive, I am alive for a reason, I need this town to talk
about us women, what we want, what we need, because we are
alive, we are women, and we need to be involved in all of the ...
issues here, we need to raise our voices. (Yirley, Semi-Structured
Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

Figure 2: El Salado, Carmen de Bolívar (Bolívar), Colombia, Yirley’s
Organization Against Gender-Based Violence. Photo Credit: Arena
Simbaqueba
Yirley’s conviction to fight for her community, and specifically for the rights of rural women, emerges from her personal experiences of pain and suffering. These experiences, as she notes, do
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not define her, but rather propel her toward the fight for the collective action and liberation of women in rural communities who
have been subjected to sexual violence in the context of the armed
conflict. Yirley is a founding member and executive director of an
organization fighting for women’s rights in El Salado (see Figure 2).

Figure 3: Casa Diversa, Inaugural Headquarters in la Comuna 8,
Photo credit, Casa Diversa
Growing up Guerreándola in la Comuna 8:
Jhon’s Pathway of Conscientização
As described by Jhon, “The war has kept us from loving ourselves” (April 2018). To counteract ascription to values that condone daily dehumanization, the community-driven organization,
Casa Diversa, in la Comuna 8 decided that they would take on the
overwhelming challenge of reclaiming urban space for the LGBTQ
community (see Figure 3). Indeed, construction of Casa Diversa reflects community cooperation, agency, resourcefulness, and
commitment: Jhon and other key members of the collective hauled
bricks and other construction materials up the mountain, and built
the headquarters themselves, in sheer determination to reclaim
their right to la Comuna 8 and a space in the community for diverse
bodies, minds and spirits.
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In reaction to Casa Diversa’s collective actions and public mobilization for LGBTQ, Casa Diversa youth began to receive death
threats, threats of forced displacement and other intimidations that
intensified over time. In 2011, Jhon was violently displaced from la
Comuna 8 upon receiving a final threat to his life. All members of
the collective were subjected to gender-based violence due to their
sexual orientation or gender identity. The multiple forms of violence
they experienced included sexual violence, forced displacement
from la Comuna 8, death threats, individual and collective intimidation and outlawing of the freedom of gender identity expression.
Jhon explains the reason he chose to visualize his experiences
toward conscientização as quite literally the expression of his heart,
or the visualization of his heart beating (see Figure 4):

Figure 4: Jhon’s Conscientização Map
The electrocardiogram is an issue of the heart, so I believe that
in my story … what keeps me here is because I love this, it is my
life’s project. (Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018)

Jhon discusses his decision to pursue a pathway of community
leadership and the decision to not pursue formal higher education
beyond certificate programs:
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I ultimately did not finish my studies and I decided not to finish them when I was displaced, well that was it, I couldn’t go to
study, nothing, and when I returned [to la Comuna 8] … I applied to the University of Antioquia and I got in ... I started classes
and as I was there, I thought, ‘Ay no, I am not going to study, for
what?’ … so I have been scolded my entire life … and told ‘Jhon,
but you need to study, look you could be coordinating a project or
something, you are so good, we need you to study’ … I feel that
my university are these 18 years … I feel like a professional … I
have worked and support research … I have done it all … well
in 18 years what couldn’t you do … I have worked in many roles
… driving youthmovements. (Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview,
April 2018)

Jhon describes what happened to his soul after displacement when,
in order to survive, he found a job in a retail store. He describes
how his life and the soul of his work were destroyed:
I was lost … I wasn’t anyone, I stopped being me, I didn’t have
anything, I wasn’t anything … today … my life is in this, this is
not only a collective movement and collective dreams but this
also an individual project, Casa Diversa today is my thesis. (Jhon,
Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018)

Jhon also describes the importance of valuing the community
building process and the life experiences that contribute to the trajectories of social leaders and catalyze their critical consciousness.
I believe that it is this, it is the sum [of everything] … I believe that
I am the construction of one thousand experiences, of one thousand people who have been with me, of one thousand projects, of
one thousand initiatives, of one thousand activities … of so many
people and of so many things… that is what makes me proud,
that’s why I say that I want to grow old, yes, and that is what my
wisdom will be …I also feel that this is a call to understand …
social leaders, I believe that we should be certifying this work.
(Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018)

As Jhon teaches us, we argue for the importance of prioritizing community-based and community-derived knowledge for social justice
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and that we value, from the sectors of higher education and the allocation of public resources, the work that youth social leaders do for
justice on the frontlines. Social leaders invest decades of their lives,
energy and resources in justice-seeking efforts. The exclusionary
structures of higher education continue to leave them without recognition of their crucial roles in fighting against injustice in society.
Furthermore, Jhon contextualizes the harrowing events leading
up to his forced displacement by armed actors from his neighborhood in la Comuna 8:
We painted the LGBT flag … it was super beautiful. Below the flag
we put the following sentence, ‘because the only option is NOT
war’ with the logos of each organization … when we finished the
mural… they [paramilitary actors] erased the logos of the organizations that had participated … they erased the ‘NO,’ so what
remained was ‘Because the only option is war’ … and they erased
the symbols LGBT.
It was because of these actions, as we tried to confront the armed
actors, face to face, to generate the transformations that we …
thought were necessary in our territory, that the attacks started.
Our most intense period of mobilization and influence was in
2010, 2011. From that moment on the persecution started, both at
the individual level and as a collective … because first they brutalized the youth alone, then they brutalized us as a group … It
was systematic … there were small warnings … then there was
a direct death threat … in order to make us stop our movement.
(Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018)

Growing up Guerreándola in El Rio Cajambre: Claudia’s Pathway of Conscientização
Claudia is a social leader in the Pacific coastal river community
of Cajambre. When asked about the pathway of conscientização in
Claudia’s growth as a social movement leader, Claudia’s mother
explains the historical context of the movement for justice in the
community:
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They launched three bombs … the military responded … and it
was then [that war started] … this [river town] was like a desert …
seeing the town desolate … was sad … and horrifying. (Claudia’s
mother, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)

During the mapping exercise (see Figure 5), Claudia describes the
context of risk for social leaders in this coastal region of the country:

Figure 5: Claudia’s Conscientização Map
The assassination of an important female social leader had an immense influence … she was the president of the community action
board … many of us looked up to her as an example … for her
character, and her way of leading … I was unsure whether to keep
going … I said, ‘I am young, I am 22 years old ... I don’t want to
end up like that. (Claudia, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)

Claudia’s pathway was also marked by the assassination of her
aunt, who was an important social leader in the Cajambre community, as are other family members who provided examples of
movement leadership during her childhood.
[After the assassination] The town was empty … completely empty … we remained for 25 days … twelve people stayed, 10 men
and one woman who is a nurse and me … [one leader stated] ‘If
we leave [the town alone] .. the little that we have left will be taken’ … so we all slept in my house … we went [to Buenaventura]
to visit the community in the shelters provided by the city … after
four months people gradually began to return to our river town.
(Claudia’s mother, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)
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Claudia’s mother also describes what, from her perspective, propelled Claudia toward a pathway of conscientização:
She made the decision … she learned and now is a college graduate …. she can do anything, anywhere … but she wants to fight
for what she sees happening here, that the river [community] can
push forward, that things can get better … she looks for what can
be done for her people … people need to look forward … we need
to support her, I said to her father: [He responded] ‘No, all the
leaders are threatened [lives are at risk]’ … [She responds:] … ‘oh,
Dad, but we could die anywhere.’ (Claudia’s mother, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)

Claudia’s mother also acknowledges the importance of motivation
and encouragement from other social leaders in the multiple river
communities:
Look, ‘daughter,’ keep on going, you can do it, keep your head
up, whatever you need we are here to guide you,’ … she always
has support … when you are alone and you fall [she narrates] ‘I
can’t keep going,’ but there is always someone there who says:
‘You can do it, You can do it, You can, You can, You can do it.’
(Claudia’s mother, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)

Claudia describes how she identified particular areas for growth
within the current community movement logic. She describes seeing how resources did not reach her community as fueling her motivation to become a social leader:
What motivated me to become a leader in the community is that
… I perceived that many things [resources] … in the public ministries, in the non-governmental organizations, there was support
for the communities but there wasn’t anyone who could manage
those resources … I watched as time passed … Then I said: ‘...I am
going to see what I can do … what I can do to bring government
resources to the community’ … this is what motivated me to become a leader of the community.
I believe that the knowledge I have now has been so useful ...I believe that … it is very important for all women … that we follow a
pathway of becoming leaders and fighting for our territories and
for our rights. (Claudia, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)
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Claudia also describes the logic of extractivism and brain drain that
happens within the linear logic of “rural development” and youth
development as centered on formal education:
Ever since I was little … they wanted to take me away [from the
community to study] … but no … I don’t want that … to live far
away [in the principal urban areas of the Pacific coast] … So I said,
‘… I have to find something to study that enables me to support
my community … not leave and leave my community behind’ ...
the majority of our teachers … in our river … are from outside
[the community] … so what are we hoping for? … to build our
own strength, that we, ourselves, teach our peers, that are from
this very river community. (Claudia, Semi-Structured Interview,
May 2018)

Discussion
After connecting with these powerful narratives of conscientização in the lives of Claudia, Jhon, Nancy and Yirley, we present
two main arguments as a means of revolutionizing knowledge
building within a framework
of public science.
First, we address the complex commonality among these four
cases: harrowing experiences of violence as a catalyst toward social
justice action. We observe that violence has accompanied these four
young people as they grow up, guerreándola; however, we underscore the importance of employing a nuanced analytical lens that
moves beyond deterministic conclusions that position violence
as crucial to building pathways toward conscientização over other
crucial motivational factors such as the desire to enact change and
protect their connection to the land. In short, we reject the notion
that violence must happen in order to propel young people toward
conscientização. The stories that we share unfolded in contexts of
violence and precarity; however, we argue that these contexts are
not determinants of conscientização but rather are particularities of
the contours of Claudia, Jhon, Nancy and Yirley’s daily lives.
So you may ask, what can I do from within the academy to support the critical consciousness journeys of youth in their own communities? We recommend starting with your classrooms and your
research agendas, the spaces where you have the most control over
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what happens in the ivory tower. Let’s build classrooms and research agendas that center the voices of young people on the frontlines, not in ways that tokenize their experiences of marginalization
but rather that uplift their strategies of survival and transformation.
One starting point is to employ conscientização mapping as a reflexive exercise in the classroom. Students can map out their own trajectories and think through justice-seeking lessons for their communities and beyond. Conscientização mapping can also be used
in future youth-driven research aiming to learn from youth social
movements and draw out lessons learned that can be replicated for
the purpose of justice-seeking both in the academy and in community space.
Second, drawing from youth social leaders’ call to acknowledge
and center their valuable knowledge and experience in doing the
daily work of justice-seeking in society, we argue for a decolonial
approach to understanding the role of young people in propelling
change in society. This approach seeks to decolonize our current
ways of seeing the world by countering extractivist and linear notions of youth development and trajectories of higher education. We
call for a public science that supports and formally recognizes the
community-based knowledge of all social leaders fighting on the
frontlines of social justice battles. We argue that part of the slow,
multi-generational fight, meaning the everyday work of decolonization of the current structures of power throughout the world, necessitates the destabilization of the current regimes of higher education
that continue to reproduce accepted, neoliberal modes of living and
survival such as “upward mobility” through higher education. These
narrowly conceived pathways of development continue to limit our
imagination about where learning, knowledge and wisdom for social justice lie in our society. For us, revolutionary learning lies in the
dialogue and fight of social leaders on the frontlines.
So, you may ask, how can we begin to enact a public science
praxis in our daily lives? First, aligned with Jhon’s provocation
on the validation of community-based knowledge, we argue that
universities should begin validating community-driven knowledge with formal degree designations. This would require committed work with social leaders to establish the parameters of “what
counts as knowledge” and how thisfits into current schemes of
particular disciplines that grant thousands of degrees annually.
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We find it most absurd that these youth social leaders have hosted
countless university-based interns, researchers, capstone initiatives
and “volun-tourists.” These young people who gain knowledge
from these placements in community spaces of struggle graduate
with their formal degrees soon thereafter. How many more cycles
of extractivist graduations will we tolerate until we actually can
recognize social leaders as our maestros, as those with deep knowledge and wisdom that teach us how to survive the struggle?
Finally, we denounce the absence of the state in the youth social leaders’ pathways toward conscientização. We argue that these
young people are doing the work that many state institutions claim
to be doing in historically marginalized communities, both in rural
and urban contexts. In essence, these communities must continue
guerreándola in the absence of the state, without the support of formal institutions.

Conclusion
In this paper, we have centered the notion of public science in
our argument about youth pathways toward conscientização. We
have illustrated how critical consciousness building is a crucial
piece of public science—of opening up the academy and situating
knowledge production in the streets and in the legacies of community struggle in the global South.
We argue that we should all be learning from community-driven knowledge and youth-driven praxis of knowledge production
in scenarios of higher education and beyond. This learning should
not center the voices of academics holding PhDs who speak about
young people, but should highlight the voices of young maestros
themselves, revolutionizing the university as we know it and taking
the academy, the classroom, to the streets, the river communities, the
rural spaces of community struggle and to the urban margins where
legacies of social justice brilliance have been located for decades.
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Endnotes
1. For more information and graphics, visit the Indepaz website:
http://www.indepaz.org.co/pazparaliderar/
2. For more information on the death toll of signatories, visit the
Indepaz website: http://www.indepaz.org.co/lideres-socialesy-defensores-de-derechos-humanos-asesinados-en-2021/
3. To read the full report from the National Center for Historical
Memory, visit the official website: https://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/el-salado-esa-guerra-no-era-nuestra/
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